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August 11, 1961 


MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT 


FROM: 


SUBJECT: Southeast Asia 


On Monday, August 7, you asked for: (a) a military plan 
designed to cover action in the panhandle of Laos and to apply 
military pressure against North Viet- Nam; (b) a memorandum on the 
situation in Geneva; and (c) a statement of the means by which the 
U. S. can bring the intervention of North Viet- Nam in Laos and South 
Viet- Nam to the attention of world opinion. 

The initial response to the first request was the briefing you 
received from the military on Thursday. 

With respect to that briefing I would make two observations: 

The spectrum of measures designed to put increasing 
pressure on the Vietminh needs careful study in order 
to assess the effects at each stage; and the political 
framework for such measures is still to be developed. 

-- The panhandle operation is on such a scale that it doesn*t 
really give us what we are looking for; that is, an appli- 
cation of force in the area, which is more effective than 
the FAL operating alone, but less massive than SEATO 
Plan 5. There may be no serious alternative; but we 
should look a bit harder. 

The attached statements prepared by the Department of State 
respond to the other two questions you posed. 
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The first of these statements, dealing with negotiations on Laos, 
is straightforward and satisfactory. The second, containing suggestions 
for publicizing North Viet- Nam's aggression, demonstrates quite graph- 
ically some of the difficulties with our present planning on Southeast 
Asia. 

The first two and one half pages of this statement deal in a very 
general way with the techniques we might employ to publicize Vietminh 
activities; but the discussion is quite unrelated to any over-all 
objective or strategy. Its authors recognize that any program for 
informing world opinion must be related to a specific plan of action 
which might involve a phased buildup of military, political and 
diplomatic actions. But there is no indication of what those actions 
might be. 

In consequence, the emphasis is primarily on publicity techniques. 
The paper refers, for example, to the use of the UN in making our case 
against North Viet- Nam; but it does not suggest how we would play that 
case in the UN; what kind of UN action we would seek; what we would 
do if we did not get that action. 

The last part of the paper is essentially an outline of a military 
plan for an initial, limited, semi- covert military mop-up in Southern 
L«aos. This has been developed by Cottrell in State; but it has no JCS 
blessing/ It is proposed that the propaganda support for this operation 
be restricted to a generalized argument about the importance of the 
freedom of Southeast Asia. It does not link naturally to the case against 
Hanoi. 

Where, then, do we stand? 

1. We have a Laos conference position, to test whether a 
settlement acceptable to us is possible. To this the British and 
French agree, and the others on our side will come along a bit 
painfully. 

2. We have a military contingency plan (5/16) if the offensive 
is overtly resumed on a substantial scale. To this the British agree 
and, presumably, the rest of SEATO, except the French whom we 
would probably ask to stand down without veto. But this plan does not 
protect the Viet- Nam- Laos border. 
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3. We have the beginnings of a panhandle plan; but this is as 
heavy in Americans as SEATO 5/16. The question is whether this 
is politically viable and acceptable to you if what we face is either a 
de facto split or a creeping offensive in the South, rather than a 
major overt offensive, 

I I 

4. We have some proposals for increasing degrees of direct 
pressure on North Viet- Nam; but these have not been fully assessed 
for their military and economic consequences. Nor have they been 
linked into a political and diplomatic framework. They would pre- 
sumably be contemplated if the scale of Vietminh frontier- crossing -- 
into Laos or Viet- Nam -- should be increased. 

5. We are vigorously collecting data on Hanoi* s aggression; 
but we have no orderly plan to use it in any of the three possible 
forums; 

-- ICC Viet- Nam; 

Geneva Conference; 

-- UN 

6. In a charming bureaucratic ploy we haye a military mission 
going to Southeast Asia; but its instructions are not now linked in any 
systematic way into the thought of the town. (They may be better 
coordinated after a meeting this afternoon between General Lemnitzer, 

General Taylor, Alexis Johnson, and myself. ) 

7. In short, we are making piecemeal progress in Southeast 
Asia planning; but we desperately lack a central mechanism to give 
the operation pace and coherence. 

8. You may be interested in reading the attached memorandum 
I did for General Taylor on August 9 (copy to Alexis Johnson) on a 
SEATO (or Allied) Southeast Asia patrol force. This modest and 
pacific operation might help stabilize the area, if we get a wobbly 
Laos settlement. It could be the least offensive military action we 
might take after surfacing the evidence on Hanoi 1 s aggression. 
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The following has been prepared in response to paragraph 1 
of the President's memorandum of August 7 to Mr. Rostow and 
General Taylor. Ambassador Harriman plans to cable additional 
material on August 12. 

The Geneva Conference las settled down to discussing the 
various draft proposals relating to neutrality and controls . 
All of the drafts will be taken up provision by provision; 
where differences develop, debate will be limited and the 
Conference will move on to the next item leaving points in 
dispute to be settled later. Owing to the number of partici- 
pants, the number of provisions involved (33) > and Soviet 
obstructive tactics, the Conference is moving slowly. It is 
now dealing with relatively non-controversial matters related 
to the status of Laos as a neutral, but even these have been 
difficult to agree on. The only accomplishment of the Con- 
ference last week was agreement on the preamble to a Lao 
Declaration of Neutrality. 

As for the ICC, the Conference has not yet reached the 
provisions on controls which will be the most controversial 
and will bring into the open our basic differences with the 
Communists on the question of the international presence 
required in Laos. 

The central issue regarding the ICC is its power to 
supervise and control (a) the terms of a cease-fire agreement, 
(b) the withdrawal of foreign forces, and (c) the introduc- 
tion of foreign military personnel, materiel and equipment. 

Our position is that unless the ICC has the power to act, any 
international agreement on the neutrality of Laos is meaning- 
less. Thus we have instructed Ambassador Harriman that we 
can accept any control formula which insures the ICC s un- 
restricted ability to move, to investigate and to report. 

The principal characteristics of such a formula are that the 
Commission must have: 

a) Its own transport and communications equip- 
ment and unconditional control thereof; 

b) Free and immediate access to all areas of Laos; 

c) Authority to make decisions by majority vote 
and issue majority and minority reports; 

d) Adequate 
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e) Its security assured by the Lao Government. 


We have told Ambassador Harriman that we cannot accept 
any formula which would limit the Commission* s ability to 
supervise agreements reached at the Conference by built-in 
veto powers, requirements for unanimous decisions, limitations 
on transport or freedom of movement. 

Although this subject has not yet been debated at length 
in the Conference, there is adequate reason to believe that the 
other side is determined that the ICC should be weak and 
ineffectual. Their strongly negative attitude towards certain 
interim powers proposed for the ICC and the drafts they have 
presented fully confirm our fears on this score. 

The other basic issue to be settled is the formation of a 
government of national union. While this issue is not directly 
before the Conference, it has an important, if not crucial, 
bearing on the outcome of the Conference since clearly the 
Communists are pushing for a coalition government in the 
expectation that such a government would be weighted in their 
favor and would support their positions at the Conference. 
Phouml and Souvanna met at Phnom Penh late last week without 
Souphanouvong to negotiate this issue . Their discussions 
were clearly inconclusive, but appeared to provide the basis 
for further meetings* The talks were relatively satisfactory 
as they involved neither premature concessions by Phoumi nor a 
breaking of contact,. Ambassador Brown, however, doubts 
• whether Phoumi is really negotiating with Souvanna in good 
faith and suspects that Phoumi may be stringing things out 
during the rainy season intending to turn to military action 
in the fall. 

The issue of controls and the formation of a Lao Govern- 
ment were considered by the Secretary with the British and 
French Foreign Ministers in Paris over the week-end. They 
agreed on a paper recommending that the three governments seek 
a basis which would permit them to support Souvanna Phouma as 
the Prime Minister of a neutral Government of National Union. 
The basis for such support would be prior understandings with 
Souvanna and other Lao leaders on four major matters: 
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A) The composition of the government; 

B) The role of the ICC; 

C) The Lao army and the problem of the PL forces; 

D) French military presence. 

A) Lao Government . We would support a government under 
Souvanna which respected the Monarchy and the Constitution, 
and in which none of the key portfolios (e.g., Foreign Affairs, 
Defense and Interior) would be given to Communists or fellow 
travelers. Phoumi should be given a key portfolio. There 
should be a large center group made up of political figures 
associated neither with the Communists nor the present govern- 
ment. A few Communists could be in the Cabinet with minor 
portfolios and balanced by an equal number of Phoumi’ s group. 
Elections would be postponed until tranquility has been 
restored to the country. 

B) ICC . The British and the French generally accepted 
the principles enumerated in the fourth paragraph above. 

C) The Lao Army and the Pa the t Lao Forces . A small army 
loyal to the central government should be formed and all other 
military forces should be disbanded. This should be done in 

a way to minimize PL influence. 


D) 

should 
French . 


The' French Presence'. The French Military Mission 
i maintained under conditions satisfactory to the 


It was agreed that the French would make the initial 
approach to Souvanna which the British would follow up. Our 
Ambassador (Brown) would approach Phoumi, and the French 
Ambassador to Laos (Falaize) would go to Xieng Khouang on 
August 10 to see Souvanna. 

On August 9 Ambassador Brown reviewed the proposals 
with Phoumi, who was bitterly critical of the retention of 
the French Military Mission and of Falaize ’s trip to Xieng 
Khouang but made no comment on the proposed composition of 
the government or powers of the ICC. 

In 
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In his memorandum the President asks whether Ambassador 
Harriman should be requested to return horae> presumably for 
consultation. We do not believe that the Ambassador should 
return at this particular moment. He has Just seen the Secre- 
tary. and was in Washington for Phoumi’s visit. Furthermore, 
we believe that the next week or two should give us an indica- 
tion of the kind of government we are likely to get in Laos. 

We believe the Geneva Conference should be allowed to proceed 
with as much momentum as possible. Ambassador Harriman* s 
presence therefore seems needed in Geneva for the present. 
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WORLD OPINION ON SOUTHEAST ASIA 


The following has reference to paragraph 3 of the 
President’s memorandum of August 7 to Mr. Rostow and 
General Taylor. It is not a comprehensive or detailed 
interagency program but is rather a preliminary statement 
of measures which might be taken to improve U. S. and 
world understanding of the issues in Southeast Asia. 

• c 

We are not starting from scratch. The Geneva Con- 
ference, the Vice President’s visit and the newsworthy 
events which took place especially in Laos and Viet-Nam 
in the past year, have helped make world opinion generally 
aware of Communist actions and the nature of the Communist 
threat. The President’s speech on Laos in March, the 
Secretary’s statement to the press on Viet-Nam and the 
recent cover story in TIME are examples where the case 
against the Viet Minh has been effectively brought to the 
attention of world opinion. In 1959 & subcommittee of 
the Security Council went to Laos and, while it failed to 
find evidence of regular Viet Minh troops operating in Laos, 
it did find that the hostile elements received support from 
the territory of the DRV. At the same time, we issued a 
white paper ("The Situation in Laos”) which gave an account 
of Viet Minh actions in Laos and which was widely distributed. 

Our endeavor to mold opinion should if possible be 
intimately related to a specific plan of action. It would 
do an immense damage to our prestige and credibility if we 
were to mount the preliminaries and then fail to carry 
through with the final action. 

Large-scale Viet Minh aggression, subversion and 
insurgency in Laos and South Viet-Nam are clearly evident 
sind widely recognized as such even by neutral opinion. 

On the other hand, strong concrete proof of this activity 
is very sparse, despite the considerable efforts that have 
been made to obtain it. However, efforts should be made to 
obtain documentary, photographic and physical evidence of 
Communist activities in forms that will be easily understood 
and entirely credible. This will involve our further efforts 
to release information heretofore classified and might in- 
volve a high-level approach to President Diem. 

We may be unable to obtain much hard evidence of 
Communist aggressive activities in the area. In the event 
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that sufficient evidence remains lacking, greater emphasis 
would have to be given to statements of the nature bf the 
stakes in Southeast Asia, Communist intentions and world- 
wide effects of a Communist take over of Southeast Asia. 

Any gradual phased build-up of deterrent and 
defensive military actions in the area could be accompanied 
by a phased increase in output of news material and of 
political and diplomatic actions. During the early stages 
of this build-up we would not do anything which would 
irrevocably commit us to any military course of action; 
thus we could make an evaluation of our position before 
moving forward into such a phase. 

Having established a plan of action and the basic 
rationale for such action, a number of methods are available 
to us to prepare U. S. and world opinion for actions to be 
taken. On the domestic front we should endeavor first to 
improve _TJ. S. press representation in Southeast Asia and 
concurrently to umpr5vV htnbassy/lJSIS and local government 
capacity to handle the press and to provide it with 
information. We should gradually increase references to Ccramurd^ t. 
and particularly Viet Minh a ggression in press comerences 
of top government officials , particularly of the President 
and the Secretaries of State and Defense. Key members o f 
C ongress should be encourage d to visit Southeast Asia, 
particularly Viet-Nam, and oe snown visual evidence of 
Communist actions. At a moment of opportunity, such as a 
major clash between the Vietnamese and the Communist 
guerrillas, high-level officials could travel to the area 
on a M fact-finding mission” with instructions to report to 
the President on the dangers to our security. It could be 
arranged for a group of news editors to travel to the area . 

The essential is that the information no tne greatest " 
extent possible should emanate from Southeast Asia and be 
carried to the American public by credible channels, i.e., 
well regarded newspapermen and editors, members of Congress, 
and high-level administration officials. In the latter 
phases it would be expected that the President would by a 
message to Congress and to the American people present the 
facts, clarify the issues, and indicate our policies and 
intentions . 

Equal attention should be given to the development of 
world opinion. First the leaders in the area, notably Diem 
and to a lesser extent Sarit, should be urged to undertake 

all 
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all feasible steps including broadcast speeches to inform 
the world of the issues and gain more understanding of the 
stakes, the dangers and the facts. Our allies in SEATO, 
in NATO, in CENTO as well as the Japanese should be 
encouraged to take actions on their own domestic fronts 
similar to those undertaken in the United States. Friendly 
and articulate foreign leaders such as Prime Minister 
Menzies of Australia, Serrano of the Philippines and 
others should be encouraged to make public statements 
regarding the issues. 

The United Nations can also prove a useful vehicle in 
exposing the extent of outside communist involvement in Laos 
and Viet-Nam. At a minimum, during the general debate 
statements at the opening of the General Assembly, the 
United States and friendly governments could devote an 
appropriate portion of their addresses to this problem. 

Beyond this, depending on developments, it may become necessary 
formally to seize the UN of the problem. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR ACTION 

(Suggestions of I>ssrs. Cottrell and ’••cot; , 



1. Appoint Will-’am Jorden, formerly of the New York 
Times n ow of State, to head a small USIA-CIA group which 
would' “make an intensive effort to collect and write up the 
best evidences of DRV aggression. 

2. Inform Diem that we are urgently studying plans 
for additional regional actions which would not be under- 
taken without prior discussion with him. However, before 
our plans can be formulated for discussion, we must have 
all possible evidence of DRV aggression. If he will hold 
nothing back, we will promise to use nothing without his 
consent; but we must have the evidence so that we can 
Jointly decide how to deal with world opinion. 




3. Key propaganda to action at two successive levels: 

a. In view of (i) the fact that there are now 
over 5,000 Viet Minh in southern Laos, (ii) 
the probability that this number will be 
increased shortly as the rains diminish in 
September and (iii) the probability that we 
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will not In the next two months be able to 
build a case of DRV aggression which will be 
strong enough to substantially affect a world 
opinion already Jaded by violence, we should 
implement a plan of very slowly increased 
Vietnamese actions (joined possibly by the 
Thais and some Phoumi forces) in southern 
Laos. Necessary U. S. support should be 
shielded as much as possible. This should 
be a probing operation specifically designed 
to permit our withdrawal (without undue loss 
of prestige) or continuation after three 
months. The action would be primarily Asian 
and would cause Viet Cong reactions which 
could be documented to strengthen our 
propaganda case. It would also give us better 
intelligence as to what is needed to hold 
southern Laos. The accompanying propaganda 
should be built up in the public media as has 
already started during the past six months. 
Official U. S. utterances at this stage should 
be limited and generalized on the theme of 
the importance of Southeast Asia*s freedom. 

b. During this three month operation, which 
should start in September, plans for more 
decisive military operations and more far 
reaching propaganda efforts should be completed. 
These could be used in making the decisions at 
the end of three months as to whether we should 
withdraw, continue low key operations or step 
up our actions. 

It would be unwise to delay all action in southern Laos 
until we can finally ascertain whether we have a "legal” case 
for world opinion. 
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Present planning mmmi * 4c fccto divliloc of l*oi« The cMtcpt 
of opcrctlou envisage* securing Ucci, with cxtcml military forces, 

!• the Mekong Eiver Valley end Southern Laos to release indigenous forcss 
for other military activities. 

Military forces external to SEA (the Hulti-Satioeal Task Force) will 
be placed at Vientiane and Sea©, in South Vietnam at Tour ana, and in Thai* 
land at Odor* and Ehcrat. Seleased local forces (The Indigenous Force) 
will then conduct counter-insurgency operations. The emphasis will be on 
conspicuous utilisation of Asian forces. 

Planned SEA indigenous forces consist of units frcaa Laos, South 
Vietnam end Thailand. External forces, subject to notional agreement, will 
Include Pakistan and the Philippines, the Doited States end, tentatively , 
Australia and Sew Zeeland. 

The external forces, efter securing key areas, will bs prepared to 
■mini' *ir and naval operations against Sorthern Laos, Borth Vietnam and 

South China. 

Tbs Hultl-Sstlonal Task Force will consist of sir units, ground forces, 
end navel support required to protect ha see, end Special Forces. Tentative 
force ellocetion is ss follows: 


l O.S. Army Infantry Division (Spe- 
eific ABC assignments will be node) 
1/3 O.S. Marine Division/Wing (Spe- 
cific BLT assignments will be made) 

1 Pakistan Brigade 

1 Sew Zeeland Battalion 

1 Australian Battalion 

1 South Vietnam TP (Approx. Div) 


Vientiane /Seao /Tourane 
Vientiane/ Sc no /Tourane 


Thakhet 


Pakssae 


Pakse 

Laes-SVB Border area 


frrf>n«;T 
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1 Thai Infantry Mviitct Sayebourg frrrlact, Laos 

Fit. Forces Luang Fra Was **** defease, 

•ffmln op«ntl<u where 
released elsewhere 

« 

Philippine aad 0.K. troops la Kboret 

reserve 

1 U.S. Air Force CAFF (Mora 

Indigenous forces will comm ad their ova units. CoMsaader, Kultl- 
Rational Task Force will W U.S. aad will be responsible for over-ell 
coordination of the operation. 

i 

This Is a aoa-SBAIO plea. 
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